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The present study was designed to delineate the duration of postpartum estrus in the prairie 
vole, Microtus ochrogaster. Breeding pairs were separated prior to parturition, and males were rein-
troduced to the females 0-12 h, 12-24 h, 24-48 h, or 48-72 h postpartum. Pairs were observed 
for 1 h to determine whether mating occurred. Eighty percent of females in the first two time 
intervals were receptive within 24 h of parturition, 60% of females in the third time interval 
mated with males 24-48 h postpartum, and only 10% of females in the final time interval mated 
48-72 h following parturition. These results indicate that postpartum estrus in this species typi-
cally lasts only 24-48 h. 
A postpartum estrus is apparently characteristic of 
microtine rodents, but the duration has not been deter-
mined for many species (Hasler, 1975) . Richmond and 
Conaway (1969a, 1969b) reported that female prairie 
voles, Microtus ochrogaster, typically remained in post-
partum estrus (as determined from vaginal smears of iso-
lated females) for 1-4 days following parturition, although 
1 female remained in e'strus for 6 days. Incidental obser-
vations during the course of behavioral experiments with 
animals from our laboratory colony indicated that females 
of this species might remajn in postpartum estrus for a 
very brief period. Therefore, we conducted a study to de-
fine more precisely the duration of postpartum estrus in 
prairie voles. Behavioral receptivity of the females was 
used as the indicator of estrus. 
METHOD 
Laboratory-reared pairs that had produced at least two litters were 
used in this study . The pairs were maintained in 2S x40 cm plastic breed-
ing cages with wood-chip bedding; Purina Rabbit Chow and water were 
provided ad lib. The animals were housed in a temperature-controlled 
room (24 0 C) with a lS-h :9-h light-dark cycle. 
The male and offspring of a pair were removed from the cage 18 days 
after the birth of a litter. The female's cage was checked for neonates 
daily at approximately 0800, 1500, and 2200 h. Following parturition, 
the mate was reintroduced into the cage with the female and the ne-
onates during one of the following time intervals: 0-12 h, 12-24 h, 
24-48 h or 48-72 h postpartum (based on the estimated time of birth). 
The pair was observed for 1 h to determine whether the female was 
receptive and mating occurred. If the pair mated, the female was consid-
ered to have been in estrus. Ten different females were tested for each 
of the four time intervals . 
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
Eight of 10 females mated within 12 h of parturition; 
8 of 10 females mated 12-24 h following parturition; 6 
of 10 females mated 24-48 h postpartum; but only 1 of 
10 mated 48-72 h postpartum. The proportions of females 
that mated within 24 h and 24-72 h following parturition 
were significantly different [X2 (1) = 10.0, p < .005]. 
It appears that most female prairie voles remain in post-
partum estrus for approximately 24 h if not mated . After 
24 h, they are less likely to be in estrus, and very few 
females remain in estrus beyond 48 h foHowing parturi-
tion. These results confirm, and further delineate, those 
of Richmond and Conaway (1969a, 1969b) in indicating 
a short duration for postpartum estrus. 
However, intervals between litters considerably longer 
than the normal gestation period are known to occur oc-
casionally among breeding pairs of prairie voles; this may 
be an indication that postpartum estrus may be prolonged 
under some conditions. Richmond and Conaway (1969a) 
noted litter intervals of up to 63 days; litter intervals oc-
curred with a minor peak at 34-43 days, but 61.5 % 
ranged from 21 to 23 days (the normal gestation period). 
Of 233 litter intervals of known length in our laboratory 
colony, 90.5% were 21-23 days and only 5.2% were 
longer than 25 days. 
A short period of postpartum estrus is consistent with 
the monogamous mating system displayed by the prairie 
vole (Getz, Carter, & Gavish, 1981; Getz & Hofmann, 
1986). The male and female of a pair cohabit in a nest 
and have been found together in the nest approximately 
40% of the time (Gruder-Adams & Getz, 1985; Hofmann , 
Getz, & Gavish, 1984). Radiotracked males were in the 
nest an average of 48 % of the time (Hofmann et al . , 
1984); males leave the nest to forage every 3-4 h (Getz, 
unpublished data). If a male was not in the nest at the time 
the female gave birth, he could be expected to return 
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within 2-3 h. If a male did not return to the nest within 
24 h, it would probably indicate that he had been taken 
by a predator or had dispersed. Under such social condi-
tions, a postpartum estrus of 24-48 h would be adequate 
to ensure successful mating of most females. 
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